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Oral History Interview with Scott Radetski (SR)
Conducted by Historic Preservation Graduate Student Katrina Finkelstein (KF) and EMU
Archives lecturer Matt Jones (MJ)
Transcribed by Katrina Finkelstein
__________________________________________________________________________
KF:

This is Katrina Finkelstein. I'm a graduate student in Historic Preservation at Eastern
Michigan University and Matt Jones is here. He's a lecturer with the Eastern Michigan
University Archives. Today is June 7, 2021, and we are talking with Scott Radetski. Scott
served in the United States Navy for over 27 years as a nuclear machinist mate,
engineering laboratory technician, drug and alcohol counselor and as a chaplain. He
earned his bachelor's degree in organizational studies at Bethel University, Masters of
Divinity at Bethel Theological Seminary and a Postmasters Certificate in Pastoral
Counseling at Seattle University. This oral history is being conducted for my final project
for my Masters, which is a study of commemorative place naming and memorialization
in the landscape of the United States Marine Corps Bases.
I want to start kind of in the beginning here. Tell me about your upbringing and what led
you to joining the Navy.

SR:

Oh wow. Okay so I guess it was kind of a tumultuous past. Parents were divorced when I
was 11 years old, and there was some domestic violence that was there, too. So looking
for stability, looking for community, I think, looking for a place that that I could grow
and be directed, too. I mean, in the military, they tell you what to wear, when to wear it
and how to wear it, you know, which is, which is pretty nice and there was connection,
too. I think that was the most important part, too, is being part of a team, you know, a
larger extended family. So that was the background and then you said why I joined the
military or?

KF:

Yeah.

RS:

So it's in there, yeah, so I wanted to place to be, I think, welcomed into and challenged.

KF:

So I saw, you sent me your resume that said you were in the Navy for I think it was like
14 years or so, and then there was a little break, and then you went back in. Is that when
you rejoined as a chaplain?

SR:

It was. So, when I went through drug and alcohol counseling, you know, so we selfsoothe sometimes, or I was self-soothing through alcohol, trying to resolve the past
trauma that I had. A lot of times I like to say that that drama is trauma without a voice
and so when people are acting out or there's chaos or there’s other things that are going
on in a person's life, they don't have the ability to self-regulate, and so that's the drama
part of it, and so that's where I was. I was involved in that. And then had two driving
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while intoxicated. The first one, you know, ignoring things, they don't go away, so you're
sweeping it under the carpet. That's basically what was done and then two and a half
weeks later, I had another driving while intoxicated in upstate New York while I was at
nuclear power school. And that one needed to be addressed and that's when I went
through treatment. I wanted to give back what was given to me. I don't think we can give
away things that we don't have ourselves, and so, when I when I found recovery, it was
something that I wanted to share with other people, and that was the transition point, I
think from enlisted to officer. And then, to stay in, I if I was going to stay in, I wanted to
work with people rather than the machines and the nuclear power, and that's when I chose
to transition to become a Navy Chaplain and give that part away to. I don't know, is that
what you wanted?
KF:

Yeah, I was curious because, I mean, that's a big transition to go from working on the
more technical side and then really working with the people. Different dynamics. So,
with that dynamic… you're in the Navy, but then you're working with Marines so, can
you tell me a little bit about that dynamic, too, with the two branches?

SR:

Yeah sure, military chaplains, or Navy chaplains, work with sea services, and so I was
with the Coast Guard at the time up, in Astoria, Oregon, and I got orders for the Marine
Corps, and I thought, ‘Oh my,’ and then during the time that it was in, too, they were in
the initial invasion of Iraq. So, I had that angst, I guess you could say, and I didn't know
what to do so I kind of cried out to God, I said, ‘Hey, you know, can I get some direction
here, some marching orders?’ And the word came down, ‘sand,’ and I said ‘Sand?’ what
is the sand for?’ Not that God spoke to me literally. It’s more of an internal voice, I
guess, and so sand from Iwo Jima, sand from Tarawa, sand from the major battles. I made
a little wooden box, I don't have it with me, but this was when I was with the Coast
Guard. And I started collecting the sands because I think, you know, common ground is
something that we need, and the Marines that died on those sands I contained in this box.
It was kind of like a starting point and so when I got down there. I want to rewind a little
bit. So when I was, my first Navy chaplain command was on the USS Duluth, it was LPD
6, and we took Marines into Kuwait, and this was before, when Saddam Hussein was
kicking out the inspectors and one of the chaplains, this was before the Coast Guard, so
I’m going back in time now a little more, and that the chaplain was the only talked about
making Marines eat sand from Iwo Jima, and they would internalize the ground that
they've walked on, so I thought, I like that, I’m going to pick that up, and I think, maybe
that was internalized in me, too. I may have eaten some sand. And so the sand that I
collected, when a Marine was struggling or he was unsure of his foundation or looking
for common ground, I would introduce my sandbox to him and then we would internalize
some of that sand and eat it. You get some saliva in your mouth, you put the sand in, so
you weren’t chewing it and then you'd be able to swallow it. And then that that common
ground was inside you at that point.
So that was the preparation. I had the orders, I had my sandbox, I went down to Camp
Pendleton. I wasn't sure which unit was going to go to. I was assigned to 1st Marine
Division, and then after I got to 1st Marine Division, they sent me 2nd Battalion, 1st
Marines at Camp Horno. And they were still in Iraq at the time. They were on their way
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back. They were going to send me to I think Australia to meet them, and then Hawaii to
meet them, and then they said, no, just stay put. And so I think this is the beginning of the
story that you're looking for. And while I was there, there were two Marine officers that
had just reported, and it was Doug Zembiec and Major Mendoza. He wasn't a Major at
the time, they were both Captains. Captain Doug Zembiec and Captain Ray Mendoza.
And you know, PT, physical training is a big part of it, staying physically fit. And then
the ability to move is so important, and there was this big mountain. Well, it wasn't really
big, 1400 feet, a big hill in the backyard of Horno. And I wanted to get to the top of it,
too. I guess, maybe, rewind a little bit, so back to my childhood, too. I think how stories
are weaved together. It comes from our past. During the time of my parents fighting, the
domestic violence and things like that, my sister taking me to a small church at that the
end of the street is called. Can't remember. Oh, Beacon Light, maybe, something like
that. It doesn’t matter. And I heard a story about Zaccheaus. He was a wee little man. He
climbed up in a tree to get closer to God and so I had equated elevation you know with
being closer to God. So back to the hill, I wanted to climb to the top of that. And so that
the morning dew or the fog would come over the top of that hill, and it would be covered.
You couldn't see where you're going, and I made several attempts to get up to the top.
And one day I was moving to the top of the hill, and I heard voices and rocks falling
down. I think you've been on that hill yourself, Katrina. And it turned out that was Doug
Zembiec and Major Mendoza. I get back to the Major, but it's a Captain Mendoza at the
time. And they said, you know, you're almost there, keep going! And I don't think I made
it to the top that time, but during that journey, the Marines hadn't come back yet, but I
wanted to connect with them, and I didn't really know how to connect as a Navy
chaplain. So I had the sand, but then motivational PT, and connecting, and wanting to be
with them I thought was always important. So the closer I could get to them and the
things that they were doing, so in their training, going out in the field. I didn't expect
them to come to me, I mean, that's difficult. It's easier for me to go to them. And then,
when driving home one day. Well, I had changed my truck, too, and I had a painted
American flag on it and tore off the back and put Navy cammie on it, and I put a bulldog
on the front of the hood. And I had some truck nuts, I don't know if you've ever heard of
those, on the back to that thing too, because there was trying to be motivated and the
Sergeant Major said, no, chaplain, you take those off. You're an officer, you can't be
lowering yourself, or I don't know exactly what he said, but he encouraged me strongly to
take those off, and so I did, and actually traded him for some cammie netting. I guess
that's probably not good for the Marine Corps that they trade things. It's called comshaw,
and if you have something that somebody else wants and you want something. It could be
as simple as a can of coffee in exchange for something else. But it was it was neat to try
to get into the inner circle of some of these Marines, and their heads and their hearts. You
know, and their home, too. I think the head is the intellectual, the heart is maybe the
emotional, but when I say home, I think that's the spiritual, that's that the closest you can
get to who they are. And so, in the midst of that, I was driving home in my truck, my
motivated track that was open to the back, and there was this big log that was sitting on
the side, you know, part of a telephone pole, because they pick these telephone poles up
in they run around with them or carry them, that's part of the motivational PT, physical
training. And so I was prompted by that inner voice again and I kind of say, the Holy
Spirit or God, to pick it up, and it was like, okay, so I muscled this small you know,
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maybe six-foot, seven-foot telephone pole in the back of my truck. And then driving
home, you know, and I left it at work. And it was like, for the chaplain it needs to be
cross, or crossroads, cross training, and I was trying to think of other things, you know,
common ground, connection. Because I think connection is where things take place.
We're wounded in relationships, and we're healed and relationships, and the victory
comes in that connection, the connection with each other. And so that's what I was
looking for. I had taken a walk behind our house before, because there's times when you
need to go to your own home, that inner space and kind of contemplate what you're
heading into. We can run from storms, or we can run into storms, and I think the military
and many successful people, have run into storms and that's where it is because if you try
to run a storm you're going to be exhausted by the time it hits and then there's nothing left
over. But if you charge into the storm, that's where the victory is, too. And it's not just
with yourself, it's with the connection with others. So we put the cross together. I had it
sitting in the back of my office at the, I think it's called CP, and I should know what CP
is, command post, maybe. And the Marines had come back from deployment, and they
were taking a little bit of time off, but then they started training again, too. And I came in
and I said, it was before morning colors, it was maybe, I don't know, six o'clock in the
morning, something like that. It was light out. And so, I gathered up as many people that
could, and there were seven of us me Major Mendoza—Captain Mendoza—Captain
Zembiec, two corpsmen. So it was Doc Duty. It was another doctor, Doc Book. Lance
Corporal Robert Paul Zurheide or hide and then. I think Lance Corporal…. Come on,
what's his name. I'll remember it maybe. Dobberton.
KF:

Yeah, I was trying to find and I appreciate you clarifying who was there because I found
a picture of a plaque that had the names on but, one I was like, I’m sure I’ll pronounce
someone's name incorrectly, but I wanted to make sure that that was correct.

SR:

Yeah, and so we got together, and I brought up my sandbox and since the Marine Corps,
or 2nd Battalion, 1st Marines, Guadalcanal has some deep history there and I happened to
have some sand from Guadalcanal, so we palmed some sand before we stepped off and
ingested that because we knew we were deploying again. We didn't know exactly where
in Iraq we were going, but we knew it was about to happen. And so I think this is in June,
maybe. It should say on the plaque. I got there in June. January, February, maybe this is
February.

KF:

What I found was that the first cross was erected, it was put up in August ’03, but then it
was dedicated and February of ’04. Does that sound correct?

SR:

It does. We carried it to the top. So we palmed the sand, we ate the sand, we carried it to
the top, we told stories about challenges from, I think, the first deployment. They had one
marine that was killed in, I think it was either Santiago or, I’ll have to look it up, but that
was before I got there, and that was friendly fire. I guess he had gone out to use the
restroom, and you know gone outside the boundaries and was coming back in, and no one
was aware that it was a friendly. So that cost him his life. Those are probably the worst
kills that are in there, as when you take ownership of your own. And many of them are,
you know, survivor's guilt is pretty common, I think.
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Alright, so back to the hill, right. So I mean the struggle, I think that's the important part
too, is that we can struggle together. You have a common goal, common ground, there's
connection there. And the story is so important, too, we went up the hill, we were able to
open up and connect, not just with the intellectual part, not just with the emotional part.
But that inner part, that home, where I think hope flourishes. There can be other things
that can contaminate that, I think there's hate, regret, shame. Those are the things that
need to come out because when we remove those, sorrow, regret, all those kind of stuff,
and I think in the process. So, I didn't really know about EMDR at the time, and I think
it's eye movement, desensitization, and reprogramming. But it's bilateral stimulation. So
anytime that you're moving, left to right, I think you can do it with your eyes, you can do
it with sound, you can do touch. But I think we do it with walking, we do it with running,
we do with physical activity. That's who we are, left brain, right brain, and you integrate.
So as we're going up the hill, telling the stories, we're getting into that home, that place
that that is so important. We got it to the top of the hill. We forgot to bring water. There
was a corpsman with us, too.
KF:

Oh no.

SR:

Yeah. There was a third doc and, I just saw his name the other day, but he’s the one who
took pictures. And I’ll find him, and I can get that to, Katrina. It's eluding me right now
but. So he had a couple bags of saline solution, you know, the IV that you can put on, and
so we cut a hole in the bag and we drank some of the saline solution, because we really
needed to hydrate. That's kind of an important thing. So, we got it at the top of the hill
and it was it was too high. It was the highest point that we could find, and so I said, well,
I think we should move it down to someplace safer. And there was a common area that
was in the middle, where you could see the Pacific Ocean and you could see the camp
below, too, and so that's where we initially laid it. Later we went up, and we stuck it in
the ground, and then we got permission to stick it in the ground kind of afterwards. So I
don't know that was that's a different part of the story, but.

KF:

I’d like to ask about that, though. I guess one question I had had was you know if there
was any significance to the date but you kind of mentioned that it just kind of like
happened one morning that you just did it. But I read that it wasn't approved of, so was
that a thought for you guys? Like, we should ask someone for permission to do this?

SR:

That's a good question. I think you could say things are impulsive at times, right? But
where does the immediacy take place? And I'd like to try to wrap it around, you know
this, when we do critical incident debriefings. They use an acronym. It's PIES, so
proximity is getting as close to the incident or the trauma as you can. The I is immediacy,
as quick as you can. What is the E. Proximity, immediacy, oh, expectancy. There's
something that you're expecting to happen in the midst of that, and then S is simplicity.
So I think some of those things were playing out, and so the immediacy was there, but
yeah, it was, I guess it was kind of impulsive. I wanted to connect with the Marines, I
wanted something significant. So, I guess, if you look at significant points in time and,
even in your life or anyone's life, it's where can I hang a memory on? You know, there
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has to be sight, sound, smell, physical things that are going on for a memory to be
recorded, a significant memory to be recorded. And so that was. I mean, we ate the sand,
we muscled this cross at the top of the hill. Oh, here comes some more significance then.
When we got it to the top of the hill, we heard colors pipe. That means stop where you
are, recognize the American flag, remain silent, stand still at attention, and honor that
moment, and so we stood the cross up. And that was a significant moment, and I think
that's when someone said, we should leave this here rather than take it down, and so we
left it there at that point in time on that common ground, on that spot. And then, I don't
know, later on, yeah, I guess, it didn't seem like it was going to be as big as it was, but
then we planted in the ground, and put a couple of coins up there, and then later on
someone said no, we should make this more permanent and that's when that part of the
journey began. And we talked to the CBs, the construction battalion people that were on
base. They were by the, I call it the airport, but the air wing that was down there. We had
a meeting or two with them and they said, okay, we have to do an environmental impact
statement and they said, but since it was on a land navigational route. So there was this
box there. So the Marines, I think in SOI, school of infantry, they look at coordinates. I'm
really not that much of a Marine and more of a Navy guy, but I guess you can determine
with a compass and some other type of things, and then you get to this box, you find this
box, and there'd be a word on it. And so there was already a footpath, and it was on the
fire break and they said, yeah, we think that this we can make this happen. So we were
waiting, waiting, waiting and I guess we got a little impatient. I got a little impatient. And
so we thought, okay, we're getting ready to deploy and I don't know if it was Colonel
Toolen. He got wind of it, so it kind of went up the chain of command because, you
know, to dedicate it there, or establish it there, we needed to let people know what had
happened, and so it's like the more people that learned about it, I mean, there was some
excitement, but it was just going to be that one cross. And so one day I was passing the
artillery unit, 11th Marines, and they had just built a new building and they had you know
that cinder block leftover. And I said, hey can I have some of that and they said, yeah,
then we don't have to haul it away, take as much as you want. So the cinder block that's
around the perimeter of it, we picked up and then we didn't carry that to the top of the
hill, but I drove my truck up there. My goofy bulldog on the front of the truck kind of
thing, and I got in a little trouble for that, not sure exactly why. But that's when we got
the block up there, and then I was told probably not to go up there again with my truck. I
don't think it was on a range, but sometimes there's a lot of ranges around there and that's
where they shoot things and they practice blowing stuff up and playing Marine. Maybe
don't record that part. They don't play Marines, they are Marines. And then we planted it
up there, and then I think it was, there was an anonymous donor but I'm almost positive,
and don't quote me on this, but I think it was John Toolen who bought or donated the
plaque, that diamond that's kind of buried beneath it, and it has the southern cross on it
with the “1” that says Guadalcanal, and then the stars, you know, indicate 1-1, 2-1, 3-1,
and 1-4, and then the 1st Marine Regiment is in the middle, I think. And so we got that up
there, and I think we had to drive that up there, too, and so I did, kind of, I broke the
rules, you know. I thought it was good idea. Maybe we better stop right there. You know,
there's sometimes, I think there's a good reason behind things, and to remember things is
so important. We all need to be seen significant, feel safe and secure, so we can learn
how to self-soothe and self-regulate, and I think that goes back to that home part again, in
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your inner being. And when you see that, that needed to be seen for the Marines that were
up there, and we kind of dedicated it to the one that was lost before you know in 2-1. So
we did it, we laid the block, we poured the cement, we put the plaque on we were getting
ready to deploy, and this was the February date right, that you had talked about?
KF:

Yeah, February 12, 2004. So was their significance to that date or was it just like the date
that you guys could all make it up there?

SR:

I think it was that the date that we could all make it up there, and it was like a pre
deployment thing they do different celebrations, I think one is like a dining in, one is the
dining out. I don't know if this was an in or an out. It was outside. They had some liquid
libations. There was some jousting going on, they had some knights that we're fighting, I
don't know, we had a sleep outside. There was a big party and we were getting ready to
deploy, is what it was, and I think we took a hike up to the top of the hill, but before that I
think we had permission finally. Well the CBs said they had permission to start building.
And we said, thank you, it's done. They said, it's done? And we said, it's done, thank you
for doing that environmental impact statement, and kind of getting the thumbs up. So,
then I think, maybe there wasn't a full circle on that, so it maybe not have been that
legitimate. But I think we may have dotted the I but not crossed the T. But it was
dedicated you know by Colonel Toolen at the time, and we had sand from Guadalcanal
and he poured that out. We carried the initial stones up there, and they were they were
painted white. The stones that were carried were things that we want to leave behind. It
could be a regret. It could be sorrow. It could be sadness. It could be bitterness. You
know, something that you don't want to continue to carry. The rocks started out small.
And then, when you went up there, you saw, I mean there were sandbags there were
boulders. People left the rings behind. There were dog tags. There were insignias.
Something that represented something you don't want to carry anymore. But anytime you
leave something behind you need to take something with you, so I guess if you go back to
being wounded in community and healed in community, anytime you leave something,
you need to replace it with something better, otherwise that sadness, that sorrow, boy, it's
going to return with a vengeance. And it wants to take refuge back in that home, in your
innermost being. So usually it's forgiveness, or, through the tears, laughter. I think you'll
see when people go up there, there's a quiet or calmness in that process of building and
struggling. Boy, oh, boy, that last hill. To get up that last hill, you're crawling up that hill.
And that was the most difficult one. We didn't really anticipate it at the time, how to get it
up there, but we turned the cross sideways. And then the guys in the front would lift it up
and the guys in the back would kind of push it and it was almost like a jackhammer or a
hatchet going up the hill, you know, two feet, six inches, that was very good, “Come on!”
you know, another foot, two feet. And we made it up, and there's no way that we could
have done that individually. But together, in community, we did, and that's the other part
of it, the common ground, that connection, the community that was there. And I think
that's what I was longing for, too, when I joined the military as a kid. That's what I was
longing for in my family of origin, with my mom and dad, the chaos that was going on
there, and so there was a healing process there for me, you know past, present and I think
maybe even future trauma because we had talked about stress inoculations, the
importance of preparing, even though it seemed kind of chaotic and unprepared and more
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impulsive. There was a flow, a procedure, there was something to all this that made it
secure. You know, that was the dedication. And then we deployed.
MJ:

Can I ask a quick question?

SR:

Yes sir.

MJ:

I'm sorry if this has been covered, but what does one of the crosses weigh?

SR:

So it was, the one that we had carried up, it was maybe 500 pounds.

MJ:

Wow.

SR:

Yeah, it was probably, the one telephone pole was probably 10, 11, maybe 12 feet and the
other one was maybe 6 feet, and so you latch them together. I mean that's an estimate,
maybe 400, 350, you know.

MJ:

Because I’ve heard about Katrina’s trek up this hill, and it sounds grueling. It sounds
brutal. So I was thinking, maybe a 40 pound cross, maybe, but hundreds of pounds,
carrying that up that hill like that, yeah, that's incredible.

KF:

That was one thought I had, especially on that last hill. I mean, we stepped off kind of
late in the day. We got up to the top around sunset. So that made coming down a little bit
more treacherous at times, and I was tired, man. It was it was rough. But yeah, that last
hill, I was like, ‘Yeah, I’m on my hands and knees, how could you possibly like get a
cross up this hill?’

SR:

Mhm.

KF:

It was crazy. So did that, the struggle of doing that, was that also part of your thought
process in saying like this is where this needs to be, that it should be a challenge to get up
there?

SR:

Sure, so, I mean if you look back at running into a storm, it may not make any sense, or
running into a firefight, or even for first responders, why would somebody want to run
into a fire? Or a police officer charge into a crime, or enter into a house where domestic
violence, all those uncertainties? Why would you do that? Because that's what you do.
That's what you're called to do. I think in that, well even Navy ships, Coast Guard ships,
when there's a storm coming, you don't try it outrun it. You run into it. You know,
because the waves, I don’t know, just the whole process, and so we were running into
that storm of deployment. We were getting ready to go, and we had a little bit of idea that
it was going to be a little chaotic. I had no idea that we were going to lose, I think our
reinforced battalion, I think there was 33 lost, but 19 specific for 2-1, 2nd Battalion, 1st
Marines. We thought maybe 1, 2, 3 guys, but we didn't think that many. And then the
wounded, I think we had maybe 250 wounded, somewhere around there. But that's the
storm, and how do you prepare for that? So, I think it was part of like a stress inoculation.
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Doing things that that you think are impossible, but you can do them together. And then
having that, I don’t know, it's that last minute strategy. Oh no, let's look at what the
Marines call it. Adapt, improvise, and overcome. So, we adapted, we improvised, we
overcame, even with the drinking of the saline solution. It's kind of slimy.
MJ:

Yeah.

SR:

It's not Gatorade. But it's hydration that you need, and so I mean, we did that, we looked
around, what is there to drink? There's nothing here. And then the Doc said, hey, don't
you have IV bags in your to-go box, or your to-go kit that he was carrying out his back,
and sure enough, he had two of them. I don't know if we drank both, but I think we at
least drink one.

KF:

Did you have any idea that you would be able to see where the crosses were from down
on the ground in Camp Horno?

SR:

No. At the time, I didn't. My initial goal was just to get to the top. And I knew that
Captain Mendoza and Captain Zembiec had been because the one day I was trying to get
to the top, they were coming down. So I knew they had been to the top. But it was a
beautiful view, both sides in that little valley that was there. And then they talked about
guardian angels. There's different themes that come up at times, and so that was the, well,
now I gotta remember. There’s different things that you had to be trained on, your line of
fire, different things, and guardian angels. You always wanted somebody watching over
you if you are going to be entering into a battle. So it could be drones overhead, it could
be other sources, the forward observers that could call in fire if you needed it. I don’t
know, they use a laser they painted on a target and then things come from far away to
take care of danger that's in front of you. So the guardian angel was the part, I’m sorry I
kind of blithered around that one. But the cross kind of became the guardian angel
looking down over Horno and then looking out to the sea, and I think Colonel Toolen,
when he dedicated it, he mentioned something about that.

KF:

So back to, I mean, you guys eventually got approval for it, but was there any pushback
from anyone whether it's the higher up leadership or any enlisted people? Did anyone not
like it?

SR:

I’d say, initially, no. I mean, it was motivating. It was, like, ‘Whoa, you guys are nuts.’
Things like that, or that was crazy, you know, how could you have done that? Stuff like
that, but it was it was more out of amazement than it was out of disapproval. I don't think
there was really any disapproval until the time we replaced the cross when it had burned
down in ’07 during a wildfire and that's when Doug Zembiec was killed, too. He was
killed in ’07, and I did his wedding in ’05, and then I did his memorial funeral at
Arlington ‘07. And then I felt that needed to be replaced, and I had a tree in my backyard
and I cut down and, and we fireproofed it, and I say ‘we’ a lot of times but ‘we’ is me.
Fireproofed it and then drove it down and we carried it up on the Marine Corps birthday,
11/10/11. And then the new cross, or the fireproofed cross, was dedicated on 11/11/11 at
11:11, so.
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KF:

That was actually about to be my next question because I knew that the first cross was
destroyed, but I wasn't sure how long it took for that second cross to go up. And then who
else was a part of that? So you got the cross together, but who else went up for that cross?

SR:

So it was Doc Booth was there, Karen Mendoza, the widow of Ray Mendoza. His son.
Christie, do you know? No. Alex, maybe, but it’s a-l-e-c, Alec, maybe. I’ll have to look it
up, but I feel bad that I don't know his name. Maybe erase that part, too. He was there.
The Executive Officer under Doug was there and, and he was also the Catholic lay leader
at the time. I can get those names for you. So, was it was me. So we had six people this
time, and so it was fewer. But we had other people along, and then that one was
documented by a reporter from LA Times. He was with us in Iraq. And his name is
slipping, too. If I heard it, I would be able to confirm it but.

KF:

Yeah, I think I was probably, I was rereading an LA Times article yesterday, so it's
probably the one. I don't have it pulled up though. But I have to say, reading those
articles, too, and reading some of the quotes from Karen Mendoza, I'm like, she seems
like an amazing woman. I just I have to make that comment.

SR:

Yeah.

KF:

You know, to read that, and just her strength, and especially as I'll ask some questions
later about some of the criticism that happened in, I think it was 2012, just that she was
standing up for what her husband had done, and what it meant to the Marines. I thought
that was really, really cool.

SR:

Yeah.

KF:

So, in that article, too, I think you were quoted that you said it was really important for
the cross to be carried up, not driven up as you had driven some other things. And you
talked about why that was important to you, but did everyone understand that importance
in carrying it up, rather than just like, no, we're just going to go put another cross up?

SR:

I think so. So, in the struggle, in the storm, that's where the significance is. I mean, life is
not easy, you know, nor is processing trauma. To process trauma, you have to enter into
the storm. You don't run from trauma, you need to address it, you need to give it a voice.
So, if we go back to that statement, drama is trauma without a voice. If you're avoiding
trauma, if you're avoiding things in your life, that's when it's going to come out. It wants a
voice, it wants out, so it's going to come out intellectually, emotionally. But that trauma is
in your innermost being, and it's called spirit, soul. And that's where it resides. So in the
midst of that struggle, that's why carrying it up is so important is because you look at
somebody say, I can't do this, or you can say, I won't do this. Or you can say you know
let's try, and so that's where it is. It’s in the trying and it's in the doing, and then later, you
say, wow, I didn't think I could do that. And so when we look at war trauma, we look at
the challenges that are front of it. First responders, warriors, you know, they're asked to
do something that no one else really wants to do. So I think that was the significance of
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the carrying it up. And boy there's a relief, too. So I try to keep it pretty clean, but I like
to refer to emotional constipation is a similar, you know, analogy that we contain it inside
and, boy, when it lets loose, that drama is not pretty. And so I think that leads to domestic
violence, that leads to drinking, that leads to suicide, that leads to all these things. That's
the drama, too. And unless it's addressed, unless you go through and run into that storm,
it's not gonna happen. And it's going to come out in other ways that you don't want it to
come out. Is that helpful?
KF:

Yeah. So you said Mendoza's wife participated, or his widow participated, and then you
said it, Zurheide, is that the last name?

SR:

Yeah, Zurheide was there. Elena was there and, oh, the little boy, Robert Paul Zurheide
III.

KF:

I saw that picture.

SR:

He was there. He was born. So, Zurheide was the first KIA that, well the first KIA that
was closest to me. We had Santiago, he was killed first. You know, we could kind of go
through the line, if you want, but Zurheide was the one of the seven that carried up the
class, and that was a rough night,too. That was friendly fire. There was a conflict and
they called in mortars. And usually you have coordinates, and again, I'm a chaplain, I
don't know what I’m talking about, so take it with a grain of salt. But I think there's a
coordinate that you say, don't send it here, this is where, this is bad, or this is where
friendlies are. And for some reason, that's where the mortar landed, right in the
schoolhouse. And Zurheide was killed. He was wounded, mortally wounded, and then
Shooter was there, and there was an interpreter there, too. So we had come in, and when I
say ‘we’ now it's the RP, Religious Program Specialist. He was there for most of, he
wasn't able to carry the cross, but he was assigned afterwards. So we ran to provide aide,
last rites, and I remember carrying Zurheide off the back of the vehicle. Doc Duty was
there, he was one of the guys that carried the cross up, and he was trying to get him to
respond, rubbing his chest, you know, ‘Zurheide, Zurheide,’ nonresponsive, and he said,
he's done, get him out of here. And so that's when we picked him up, skinny little kid. He
was supposedly light, but I guess dead weight seems heavier, and maybe that's what we
were feeling, and I kind of dropped him. And he was maybe a little slippery, could have
been the blood, it was dark. And we kind of collapse him in his lungs, and he made a
groaning noise. And it was like, whoa, he's not dead. And we took him to the side, and
then the chief corpsman verified, looked at his pupils, non-responsive, and verified that
he passed away. And then he had a really bad gash on his neck and his feet were, he had
bled out almost immediately. They said that even if he would have been on the operating
table there's probably nothing that could have been done. And then Shooter died on the
way over, too, and I don't know exactly what happened to the interpreter. But we took out
the wounded. Took him to Bravo Surgical, but Zurheide was left behind because he was
deceased and there wasn't enough room in vehicles to transport him. So we got there, and
then, when we got back, that was weighing heavy on my mind, and so I went in where
the corpsman had laid him in a bag. And I lit a candle, and I didn't have it in me to unzip
the bag to make sure that, but I’m pretty sure the corpsman would not have put someone
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that was still breathing in a bag, a body bag. And so I lit the candle, said a prayer, and
then in the morning we transported him to Bravo Surgical. They had a cooler there for
decedent affairs. And that was Zurheide, that was rough. And then there were others, but
Ray Mendoza was in 2005 and then Doug Zembiec was in 2007. Those are the other
three of the seven that were killed. Zurheide had a baby. It was born not too long
afterwards. Oof, tough one, and I guess Elena had premonitions, too, that Robert wasn't
going to be coming back and that's hard. And we had carried Zurheide up to the cross,
Baby Zurheide. Doug's Zembeic, his commanding officer, he carried him up and I carried
him down, you know, one of those little backpacks where you put babies in, and we did a
baby dedication at the top. Elena had asked us to do it because her husband, the father of
her child, carried the Cross up there, and she wanted me to do a baptism and I said, I'm
not quite that kind of chaplain. I said I can do a baby dedication. She said, can you use oil
and water, and I said sure, we can do that, and so we did. We had a plaque up there at that
time, too. He reached out and he touched it. It may have been in my mind, it may have
been, but he touched his dad's name on the plaque and that may have been fanciful
thinking, but that was pretty powerful so.
KF:

Yeah, absolutely. Have any of the other family members of or the people, you and I guess
the other three people then that are still surviving today, are you guys at all involved in
the crosses that are there now? I guess, what's the lasting impact to on you guys?

SR:

I had a some remnants from the first cross, I made a pen out of it. I gave a pen to Pamela
Zembiec. I did, I made a little cross out of remnant wood, too, and I had given that to
Zurheide, so they could have a piece of it with them. During the 2007, there was quite a
storm. Well, after the fire, there was a rain storm that washed a bunch of stuff down the
hill and so, manzanita root, which is a beautiful red root, wood, you know they made a
pen out of that, and I gave that to Pamela. And then I do have another piece of the cross
that I just made a pen, and I don't have it on me. But I could, and I was going to give that
to Zembiec’s mom to give to Zembiec’s wife to give to Zembiec’s daughter. And so I
mean, emotionally my brain is a little bit scrambled right now, and I could I can't
remember her name. I can see her. She's older. She might be a teenager now. Oh man.
Fallyn is her name, so that she could have a piece of it, too. But I've used it, I'm doing
some extra training and more learning, and I'm using the pen now and I kind of like it
myself, but I think, eventually, it would find a way down that line from the mom to wife
to daughter. I think that would be a significant thing. I think when hands touch
something, that common ground, that connection, that community that's there. There's
power in that, too, and so just standing on that same sand on top of that hill is, you could
call it sacred ground, you could call it a special place. I think you felt it.

KF:

Yeah, it was very powerful being up there, and I think, at the time of day, with the way
the sun was hitting things, and the sun setting it was… Yeah it was. I don't even know if
there was really like a word for it there, because it's powerful, but it was like serene but
then there's the tragedy of what's up there, too. And, and all of that. Do you know, outside
of the couple of times that you guys went up to like put up the second cross and
everything, have any of the other, whether it's the family members or the other people
that went up with that first cross, have any of them made the trek back up there?
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SR:

Oh yeah. I think Karen does maybe an annual thing either on the anniversary or the
Marine Corps birthday. So I went up with Doc Duty not too long ago. He's a master chief
now in the Navy and has a daughter. Oh, I should know her name, too. Oh, it's okay, if I
chase it, it'll run away from me. So, we went up. It was powerful, too, to be there with
them. And it's changed dramatically. Initially there was one, and then, when it burnt
down, Karen and I think it was maybe 4-1 or 1-4 went up, and they drove that one up,
and I didn't like that, and so, then, we replaced the one in ‘07 at the same spot. That was
when there was some controversy that was stirred up because it hit the papers, and people
from outside, I think, if you haven't walked in the footprints, the yellow footprints of a
Marine or the footprints of a family member, a spouse or a child, dependent, you don't
know what that's like. We can guess, we can try to empathize and have compassion for,
but it's not there. Then we have our own ideas, and we have a tendency to push back on
and what's healing for others.

KF:

Yeah. So about that controversy. I had found those articles. There was a 2012 article from
Fox News that talked about some people that were frustrated because the memorial has
crosses, but not every Marine is a Christian and especially because some of the platoons
and companies have those hikes to the crosses as kind of like, I don’t want to say a
requirement but kind of, whether it's before they deploy or whatever else. And that you
are frustrated that they would try to take away that place where Marines could leave
something, mementos and their burdens, but I couldn't find much beyond that initial 2012
article. And I even went to the atheist organizations website that was kind of
spearheading that, and I couldn't find anything else there. So do you know if anything
else came from those complaints? I know they threatened to have a protest outside of the
gates to the base and all of this, but I couldn't find anything else.

SR:

Yeah, I don't think anything else did, but I mean, there can be protests for all kinds of
things. For nuclear weapons, for guns, for abortion. You know, I’m not gonna say any
more, but I mean, everybody has an agenda and everyone has, I guess an axe to grind.
And lines were drawn in the sand, there was some saber rattling that went on. ‘If you
don't, if you do this, then this will happen.’ Threats. I think that’s running away from the
storm, I don't know. Let’s look at what's going on, and let's look at pain, and let's not
avoid pain. And can we talk about this? And I think once it was addressed, and once it
was looked at. I mean, if we put it on the scale, I don't know if you can weigh that. And if
you go up there, yeah, sure, there's some crosses up there but what else is up there? We
got rocks. So I went up there with my son, it was around Christmas. We put the one
plaque up there one time, I went up there. I've been up there a couple times. I've been up
there a lot. My wife is in the bed behind me, and she said I’ve been up there a lot. And so,
when me and my son went up, it was during a rain. And there must have been, I don't
know, 2,000-3,000 beer cans. And they’re full, they're not empty beer cans, they're full
beer cans. And there may be a few empty cans up there, too. But when the rain was
hitting, it was, I don't know, kind of like an orchestra. And if you would envision
teardrops hitting those beer cans. And then I mean beer cans can be used for celebration,
liquid libations can be used for celebrations, it can be used to self-soothe, it can be used
to avoid. I think there's something in the midst of that, too. It's not a clean site. There's
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bags up there, I mean, sandbags. There's rocks. There's mementos. There's things left
behind, flags, there's knives. I don't know what everyone, the meaning behind every one
of those items, but there's a story for that individual. And there's not 3,000 crosses up
there. There’s this quite a few now. They’re putting more and more up but I think it's the
process of dealing with that trauma, too, and carrying it together and bringing peace to
that storm, too, that we carry. There's healing that takes place, or it's the beginning of the
healing. It was kind of neat, when we drove up to Leavenworth, here in Washington, we
were talking about wounds. You know, physical wounds need attention but emotional
wounds need attention, too, and now I want to talk about spiritual wounds. They need
attention, too. The head, the heart, and the home. Back to the place that is most
significant in our lives, the spiritual aspectI like that too. I forgot the question.
KF:

That's Okay. No, I actually was gonna kind of follow up. So we were talking about like
the complaints, I guess, about the crosses. Did you ever encounter anyone who was
frustrated by the choice of a cross? Or, you know, push back? Because you said
something about how if you haven't walked in the footsteps of the Marines, you don't get
it, right? And I talked with my husband, my husband is Jewish, and he was like, I don't
care that they're crosses. This is a place that means something to us, not as a religious
site, but it is that community, like you've talked about. So did you ever encounter anyone,
though, that was frustrated by crosses being on the military installation like that?

SR:

So not personally but I read some of the articles and I read. And then they did do a
interview with somebody with a news channel and I don't know if it was, what channel
that was, and they asked these similar questions. And no one's ever said anything to me
about it other than second hand or third hand. And I’ve never received a letter, I’ve never
received an email. So.

KF:

And what did you think about that effort in 2019 to kind of clean up the site, you know,
the mementos that were left there?

SR:

Yeah, depends on what you do with them. I mean, I don't know enough about that to
make it really a comment on it. I know there was a garden that was built below that was a
memorial, and I don't know if that was part of the process. I don't think war is clean, I
don't think trauma is clean. And especially the drama, emotional constipation, you know
those things aren't clean. And if you want to try to make an amputation clean, or a burn
on a body whether it's you know 60%. You can try to make things clean, and maybe it's a
an easier way to stomach some of the, if you haven’t been through it, to stomach some of
the horror, would that be the word, or the deep pain. We could turn on the lights of some
of the haunts that pursue people. I know we can put a fresh coat of paint on it, we can
cover it up, we can polish it, you know, but that's not going to make it any easier. I think,
seeing it for what it is, is where there's power in that. I don't know if I’ve answered a
question or if I just alluded your question.

KF:

No, I guess, when I was up there and I sent some pictures to my advisor for my final
project who has done a lot of work in memorials and memory in the landscape. And he
was like, from a distance, it doesn't look like it's stuff that’s significant. He's like take as
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many close up pictures as you can because it's seeing what individual people bring there.
So I guess, I was just curious because it seemed like in some of the articles that I read
about that cleanup effort that a lot of the Marines were really frustrated by it. But then
there were some comments about, you know, that it has to be a place kept looking
respectable, and I don't know if that's just kind of the Marine mindset of the pride, and so
you don't want it to look like you're just tossing a bunch of stuff in a place. But I guess I
didn't know like what you thought about the efforts to kind of keep it a cleaner space,
even though it's not like a traditional memorial.
SR:

Right, so, yeah, I mean, you leave something behind. You may remember, if you go visit
again, I left it right here. That could be significant to somebody. It’s fingerprints on a
refrigerator when your child grows up, or you do a little handprint in the clay or the
cement on the walk. And it's your fingerprint that's left behind. And it's evolved. I had no
idea that it would evolve as it has. And it’s continuing to evolve beyond that, and other
people are carrying the, I guess, the trauma that's left there, too. Or helping other people
process that trauma, that wound care. You know, we need a fair witness, and I guess I can
try to explain that, too. Going back to being seen and significant. If I see you and I have
compassion and empathy, and that you're suffering and that you're in pain. And so, when
you went to the top of the hill, those mementos represented that suffering, that pain, that
loss, that anguish, that angst, whatever it was, was their fingerprint that was left behind.
And, just like we as people leave fingerprints behind in our children, maybe leave an
impact in our lives, as parents do likewise. I think that's what this memorial is about. It's
not like one in Washington DC or a park like setting. This is a warrior memorial. You
know, not one for the public, this is a private one.

MJ:

Can I ask one thing real quick?

SR:

Yes sir.

MJ:

You said it depended on what was done with those mementos. What would you like to
see done with them if they're removed from the site?

SR:

I mean, I can maybe suggest something. I’m not the caretaker of it, nor am I the curator.
But I think, maybe record it. You could take a picture of it. It's like an artifact, is
basically what it is. You may not know who has left it behind, but I mean, you could take
a picture. I don't know. Can you bury it? I mean, I’m not saying put it in a museum. I
have no idea the most respectful way to do that. But it could be, there could be a picture
book, I don't know, Somewhere and then bury, you could put something, a crypt up there.
It is getting pretty cluttered and I don't have an answer. I'm sorry.

MJ:

I think just, Katrina and I have been inundated with the importance of object meanings.
So when we hear about people removing artifacts like that, it's offensive. But the question
is always what do we do with them? Where do we put them? How do we interpret them,
you know?

SR:

Yeah.
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KF:

Yeah, and I can't remember, Matt, were you in material culture?

MJ:

Yeah.

KF:

That’s what made me think of, too. We were in a course, one of our professors talked all
about how the things you own are so indicative of pieces of who you are as a person, and
their significance to you. And so I think about that with all those things left up there. And
so the thought of documenting all of that, I think, is really interesting. That would take a
long time because, like you said, it is getting kind of crowded up there. I mean I counted
and took pictures of more than 20 crosses up there. Now, some of them, you know,
maybe they look like they were taken from the hillside of Camp Pendleton and not put
together prior. So, with that in mind, do you think, though, there will come a time where
like there just can't be more crosses added to that spot?

SR:

Yeah, no, I think it's the journey more than the destination, and if there's a way of, I
should remember his name. Garcia, is it?

KF:

Yeah.

SR:

He's the one that's kind of carrying the torch right now and helping others heal from the
past. It's prescriptive, I think, the journey, that part, going through that hill. And then
walking and standing where others have stood. Yeah, I don't really know how that could
be brought together. But yeah, the artifacts that are left behind are significant to the
individual, and how do you tell that story? I love what both of you have recognized is the
respect of that and the voice that it carries. You know, transitional objects. Yeah, I'm kind
of glad that I’m not in charge of that. And I’m a little sorry that I helped spur it on, but
I’m sure there's smarter minds, maybe like yourself, and those that are curators of that,
the caretakers of the past, champions of the voice that’s not easily heard.

KF:

So when Garcia, who I’m so thankful that you put me in touch with him, because he
knew where so many memorials and monuments were at Camp Pendleton that, I mean,
my husband was with me on that day, and he's like, I wouldn't have known this stuff was
here, if you didn’t know that it was there. And a lot of those are the traditional, the stone
and the bronze, and they're very beautiful but most of them, maybe outside of the 5th
Marine Regiment Memorial Garden, don't really have that much evidence of people
interacting with them. Meanwhile, the crosses have, like you said, countless mementos
left there. Was that something you or any of the original cross bearers anticipated or
expected? That this would become like almost a pilgrimage site for the Marines?

SR:

No, I think the carrying of a rock was the I guess the initial impetus, or the leaving
something behind. And then it just you know transformed. Or what is significant to
somebody is maybe not significant to another. And it's their story. How do you process
that? How do you get out that pain, or that sliver, that wound that you have? How do you
begin that healing process? I think this is part of it, you know it's that fair witness that’s
there. Somebody sees it, you're recognized. I'm hurting, you're hurting. Let's hurt
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together, I guess. And then maybe let's heal together, too. Is there something more than
just wallowing in the sorrow and regret and shame and guilt that I carry? Can I leave it
behind? I think it is, and that's the beginning process. But I don't know again if I’ve
answered a question or not.
KF:

Yeah, you have. I only have a few more questions, but something else that Garcia
explained, and you've touched on, too, is that initially these crosses were there for the
people killed in Iraq and Afghanistan since ’01, but it's expanded far beyond that to
include Vietnam, victims of suicide, I think he also mentioned a girl who died in a car
crash on her PT at Camp Pendleton. So what do you think of that, the way it's grown to
include you know so many other tragedies at the place that you started it with a more
specific purpose in mind?

SR:

I think healing was, I’d hoped, to be the purpose, and if we can be any part of that healing
a heart, healing a community, healing a nation. I don't know. I used to have a Tupperware
container analogy. And you put leftovers in the Tupperware container and it goes further
and further back in the refrigerator, and if we had a community refrigerator you know at
work or if we had a community refrigerator for our nation. And those leftovers just get
pushed back further and further, eventually, they want to come out of that Tupperware
container. So we can maybe put some duct tape around it, try to cover it up, put some
baking soda or spray some Febreze in the refrigerator. Or just ignore it. But everything
else in that refrigerator starts to smell and taste like that leftovers. And that can be
leftover trauma, remember a drama is trauma without a voice. And until we recognize
those wounds, or we take that Tupperware container out, and maybe burp it, and it's like,
oof, that is not pretty. I don't even know what this initially was. Was that spaghetti or
meatloaf? What was the initial trauma that was in there? But, giving it a voice, I think, is
so important and being able to share about it. So whether it's a car accident or a suicide.
And are those proponents of trauma? Is that the drama that's going on in our lives? Are
there wounds out there that are not being addressed that are being ignored or trampled
on? And I think they need to be healed and community. We're wounded in community
and we're healed in community. And I’m not saying that's a common community for
everybody, but for the Marines it is, I think, for the Navy or other military forces. 9/11.
Look at that and the voices that needed to be heard there, and how pieces of the Twin
Towers were used to even, use the steel and some of our warships. And they litter, I'm
going to use that word, ‘litter,’ our countryside. There's pieces of metal distributed
around. Why? So we remember. Garcia talks about speaking their voices, and that's the
one he champions, and I like that. We want to remember that. But it's not just
remembering their names. It's remembering the cost that went through there, too. The
cost of the trauma and the cost of the drama that's going on, too, and unless we recognize,
unless we give that trauma a voice, boy, oh, boy, this country is going to be littered with
drama, just as it is today.

KF:

Now, I didn't make it to, I know there's another set of crosses at First Sergeant's Hill. I
wanted to make that hike but I was, one, I was very sore after going up to the crosses at
Camp Horno; two, I only had, I was there for like five days before my husband deployed,
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so he's like I don't know if I want to spend another night doing that. But can you tell me
anything about those crosses? Where they originated?
SR:

I’m not real certain. I mean, there are other chaplains around, and I’m sure if we see
something that works, you know, there's meaning and purpose to it. I'm not saying they're
copy cats, or they came second. I want to withdraw that statement because there's no
ownership here. I mean, I was part of it, my fingerprints are on some of it. But there's so
many more fingerprints on it that are beyond. Again, I don’t know enough about it to
mention it or say anything.

KF:

And then looking at how Marines interact with the crosses at Camp Horno versus like the
other memorials, because there is a memorial. It’s not like a garden, but there is a
memorial right there, kind of on the other side of the road. I think that's Basilone, that's
on the other side of there. You can see pretty clearly that there's more interaction with the
crosses and there are at these other memorials. Where do you think that comes from?

SR:

I know. I think there's an energy about it too. I don't know if you take your fingers and
you place them on the side of your neck. You'll feel something. And you feel that? What
is that?

KF:

Life.

SR:

Life. Yeah. There’s life at one and there’s maybe death at the other. You know, we can
celebrate death, and those are the memorials, funerals, and headstones. But there's a life
at the top of that hill, and I really can't explain that to you. Maybe we feed one and not
the other. Maybe we spend time with one and not the other. Maybe there's hope at one
and not the other. But it's not what we just leave, it's what we take away because when
you leave something you have to replace that otherwise the past will come in torment you
even more. So whatever is being left at the top and whatever is being taken away, you'd
have to ask the individual what that is.

KF:

Thank you. Is there anything else that you would like to say for the record because I’m all
out of questions now.

SR:

Well I’d like to say thank you.

KF:

No, thank you.

SR:

For what you do and for what you're doing. It's important.

MJ:

You shared some really meaningful stories of trauma with us today, and I just like to say,
thanks for that, for being so candid.

SR:

You're welcome.

MJ:

This has been a great interview.
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KF:

Yes, thank you so much. I'm so glad we were able to make this happen. And like I said,
so thankful that I was a little bit crazy and found you on LinkedIn. And then you got me
in touch with Garcia and, like I said, that day, seeing just how many monuments were in
the landscape. I knew when I when I first approached this project that it would be a large
project. It's grown beyond really what I can accomplish before I start a PhD in the fall.
But I’ve been told that maybe it'll grow even then, that it'll go beyond this paper. So I'm
really thrilled to have been able to do this, so thank you again.

SR:

You're welcome. Thank you. Thanks, Matt, for what you do, too.

MJ:

No problem, it was good to sit in on this, I had a great time.

KF:

Thanks. And I’ll stop recording.

